H istory repeats itself. When the ancients identified cyclic movements in the heavens, they naturally must have been struck with the idea that terrestrial events conform to the celestial cycles, and that everything under the heavens repeats itself. Thus in the ancient world was born the cyclic view of nature as well as of human events, which is logically incompatible with the notion of positive progress. This is particularly true for the Chinese mentality, which maintained the principle of Yin and Yang, to counterbalance positive and negative. The Chinese were quite aware that technology and material culture had become more elaborate over time, but they kept this idea so carefully segregated from their cyclical view of society and politics that there was no need to inquire into what would bother someone today as the tension between the two.
The notion of periodical cataclysmic destructions and recreations of the physical world existed in ancient Chinese civilization, as among the Indians and Greeks. Over the last three centuries B.C. Chinese thinkers made great cycles the basis of a cosmology that encompassed everything under the heavens. They gave it an astronomical basis by beginning and ending these cycles with a grand conjunction, when the sun, moon and planets are together in one division of the sky, and all the calendrical cycles begin simultaneously.
The dynastic cycles reenact this cosmic rhythm, which explains history and subsumes all social institutions at the same time as it patterns Nature. It justified the new centralized imperial order and patterned its rituals.
ASTRONOMICAL PRECISION AS PROTOTYPE OF PROGRESS
As the lengths of the solar, lunar and planetary cycles were determined more precisely by observation, the length of a great cycle, because it was the least common multiplier of the increasingly elaborate numbers, increased by many orders of magnitude. By roughly the time of Christ, it had become so large that it had lost its connection to practical measures of length and was finally abandoned. Simple cyclic methods could no longer maintain the old cosmological scheme. At this point, there were two ways out. One was to abandon the astronomical basis for purely numerological cycle-counting; the other was to abandon the cyclic view of nature.
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The first alternative was to replace increasingly complex and abstract numbers based, however indirectly, on empirical procedures, with simple symbolic numbers such as those associated with qualitative discourse based on the Five Phases and sexagesimal year-month-day cycles. Such a move could have led to fantastic number mysticism like that of Indian cosmology. It could have been more tempered, like the move in Greek and later European mathematical astronomy away from a luni-solar calendar (based on the actual spring equinox and new moons) and towards the Egyptian calendar with its integral number of days in a month and a year. The Chinese were too committed to their cyclic view of nature to move in either of these directions.
Greek adherence to the idea of cosmos as harmony was also challenged by the discovery that the lengths of month and year are incommensurable, so that intercalation cannot be treated as a simple harmonious relationship. This problem did not cause Europeans to move away from a rational astronomy based on geometrical models until the ideal was compromised beginning in Kepler's time.
The Chinese, on the other hand, abandoned rational astronomy based on simple postulates, preferring numerical and later algebraic methods of computation and giving priority to empirical agreement with celestial phenomena.
In reality, however, even with the demise of cyclic view of nature, the Chinese continued to solve problems dealing with the great-cycle conjunction as the origin of calendrical cycles in mathematical textbooks as late as the fourteenth century. This became a conventional set-piece using indeterminate equations, a most interesting problem for astronomers and mathematicians.
The grand conjunction ceased to play an important role in calendrical calculation two thousand years ago but was not formally abandoned until the thirteenth century when it was replaced by an epoch in the recent past. At this point cyclic numbers, expressed as fractions, were also replaced by decimal numbers. This coincided with the era of highest achievement in basic astronomical observations as the Chinese defined them, far surpassing in some respects the earlier Greek and Islamic achievements. In those days, the notion of progress in the precision of observation took firm root in astronomers' minds. They did not hesitate to say, in a society that normally put its glories in the distant past, that 'the astronomical techniques of the ancients were less precise than those of today's system'.
A result of the increasing precision of astronomy was the 'discovery' that the length of a tropical year had changed over history. Astronomers had found that it was possible to reconcile ancient observations (or records) of solstices with precise contemporary observations using an algebraic formula that made year length shorter as time went on. This would have been utterly impossible in GrecoIslamic astronomy, in which the supralunar world was believed to be invariable.
